prince, not a shepherd -which befits neither the figure's designation as a 'Pastor' nor his humble (nude) appearance -and the animal in the painting is decideClly not the golden fleece, Phryxus's mythological attribute. The painting also lacks the traditional attributes of Paris -the Phrygian cap, shepherd's staff, dog and golden apple -making this identification equally improbable.9 And it is highly unlikely that Caravaggio would have painted this work with as generic a subject in mind as a 'nude youth with a ram', for none of his other paintings -whether sacred or profane -lacks a specific subject, and there was no tradition of subjectless works in early Seicento Rome.lO Ultimately, the reason for this confusion has been both Caravaggio's use of a non-traditional subject with a very striking psychological dynamic and the persistent attempts by scholars to read this same image as an 'odd' version of traditional subject matter. This paper proposes what we believe to be a simple solution to the question of the subject of Caravaggio's canvas. Simply stated, it depicts a variation on the Sacrifice of Isaac, with Isaac sitting on the altar, at the precise moment of his salvation, when the ram miraculously appears as an offering to God. In support of this reading, we first consider the painting's documentary and historiographical record, which provides evidence, at the very least, for challenging all previous interpretations. We then turn to the painting's iconography, examining the ways in which it both conforms to and departs from the visual and exegetical tradition of the Sacrifice of Isaac. Lastly we analyse the work within the context of Caravaggio's approach to art-making, especially in terms of both his visual strategies and his often radical manner of interpreting subjects. We also briefly discuss the painting's place within the collection of its patron, and conclude with a consideration of the implications of re-identifying one of Caravaggio's most compelling Roman works.11
The documentary and historiographical record
In a series of studies, Francesca Cappelletti and Laura Testa have unequivocally demonstrated that Caravaggio's Isaac Laughing (as we shall refer to it here) was one of three works executed by the artist for Marchese Ciriaco Mattei (1542-1614), one of the most discerning art collectors in early Seicento Rome.1 2 The first of the three was The Supper at Emmaus in London, for which the painter received 150 scudi on 7 January 1602. 13 One year later, on 2 January 1603, Ciriaco recorded a payment of 125 scudi for The Taking of Christ, the recently rediscovered work that is now in Dublin.1 4 Two additional payments to Caravaggio, the first in the amount of 60 scudi on 26 June 1602 and the second for 25 scudi on 5 December 1602, are also recorded in the marchese's libra dei conti; no title or subject is indicated. 15 There is good reason to believe, however, as Cappelletti and Testa have argued, that these payments refer to the work in question, for a date of 1602 accords with the style and pictorial handling of the painting; the work is known to have been executed for the Mattei; and 85 scudi was an appropriate sum to pay at the time for a painting with a single figure. 16 Of the three Mattei paintings, only the Capitoline picture is not mentioned by title in the account book; The Supper at Emmaus is referred to as 'il quadro de What is certain, however, is that from the time the work was completed in 1602 we have no record of its title. Within a few years the painting did acquire one of its various ) titles: 'Pastor friso', so named by Gaspare Celio in his guidebook to paintings in Rome.1 ? Although Celio's guide was not published until 1638, it was largely completed by 1620; and in all probability Celio first encountered and bestowed a title on Caravaggio's painting in 1607, when he began decorating one of the rooms in the palace of Ciriaco's younger brother Asdrubale (1556-1638), next door to Ciriaco's palace in which the Caravaggio painting hung. In 1615, when Celio was again painting in Asdrubale's palace, he could have studied the work anew. And a third opportunity arose in 1616, when he completed a canvas for Giovanni Battista Mattei (1569-1624), Ciriaco's eldest son.1 8 Celio's text provides neither his reasons for calling the painting a 'Pastor friso', nor what, exactly, he meant by this title. But the likelihood that he first saw the work within five years of its completion and may well have had the opportunity to discuss it with Giovanni Battista Mattei, who inherited it from his father, would seem to lend Celio -and the title he gave the painting -a certain credence. 19 Celio's reading of the painting's subect was not, however, shared by others. In the 'Inventario della Guardarobba di Giovan Battista Mattei', drawn up in 1616, the painting was listed as 'Un quadro di San Gio: Battista col suo Agnello di mano del Caravaggio' .20 What had been viewed by Celio as a secular painting of a Phrygian shepherd or of a Phryxus had become -in the mind of Giovanni Battista Mattei's guardaroba, who drew up the inventory -a sacred image of Saint John the Baptist. 21 Seven years later, in 1623, when the Capitoline picture was next documented, it was again called a Saint John the Baptist. This occurred in the will of Giovaqni Battista Mattei, in which he instructed that the painting 'di S. Giovanni Battista del Caravaggio' should be left to Cardinal Francesco Maria del Monte, one of Caravaggio's earliest and most significant patrons. 22 That the painting is identified as a Saint John the Baptist in both Giovanni Battista Mattei's inventory and his will has been taken by some scholars as proof of its being a Saint John, for, it is assumed, its owner would certainly have known its true subject. 23 This is not necessarily the case, however. Unlike his father Ciriaco, and his uncles Asdrubale and Girolamo, Giovanni Battista Mattei was not known as a distinguished patron of the arts and, indeed, he did little to develop his family's collection. 24 Furthermore, his will reveals that he divested his largely inherited collection of a number of its best paintings -including two works by Caravaggio -leaving them to various cardinals and other members of the Roman aristocracy. While the bequeathing of prized paintings to high-ranking individuals was a common practice in early Seicento Roman society, as a means to curry favor for one's family, Giovanni Battista's giving away the paintings may also be seen as evidence of a striking inattention to his own collection of paintings. This, in turn, may account for his having been uncertain of the subject of the painting in question, or in his identifying it, conveniently, as his eponymous saint, John the Baptist. Hypnerotomachia Poliphili all feature characters of this name) or whether it was used in its more generic sense, as a convenient name for a rustic figure, remains unclear.28 But it is noteworthy that Caravaggio's painting was once again interpreted as a secular work, as an image of a shepherd.
The sale's record of 1628 does not name the individual who purchased the painting, but there exists a general consensus that the buyer was Cardinal Emanuele Pio, who was then amassing a large collection of pictures and in whose posthumous inventory of 1641 the work was next recorded. It was listed neither as a Saint John the Baptist nor as a shepherd -whether 'Coridone' or 'Pastor friso' -but instead as 'a nude youth ... who embraces a lamb with his right arm'.29 Caravaggio's enigmatic �oy was now deprived of any biblical, mythological, or literary identity; he had become, simply, an anonymous youth (at least in the mind of the inventory's compiler).
To Giovanni Baglione, however, who reported that Caravaggio executed the painting for Ciriaco Mattei, its subject was not an anonymous youth; it was a Saint John the Baptist. Similarly, Francesco Scannelli and Giovan Pietro Bellori, both of whom saw Caravaggio's painting in the Pio collection, described it as representing the Baptist. 3o Later in the seventeenth century, in a guidebook to Rome, the painting was listed once more as a 'a young Saint John the Baptist, who plays with the little lamb'; but in an inventory of the Pio collection compiled in 1724, Caravaggio's canvas was recorded -much as it had been in the 1641 inventory -as a 'nude youth, who ... embraces the head of a lamb'.3 1 In 1740 the painting was again recorded in a Pio inventory -this time, however, as a Saint John the Baptist.3 2 But in the inventory of 1749, compiled in anticipation of the sale (in 1750) of a large number of paintings from the Pio collection to Pope Benedict XIV, it was listed without any title at all-a choice, one cannot help but suppose, that reflects the longstanding confusion over the painting's subject. 3 3 The paintings acquired by Benedict XIV from the Pio collection formed the nucleus of the Pinacoteca Capitolina, and the record of Caravaggio's painting within its new setting is no less contradictory than when it was in the possession of the Mattei, the del Monte and the Pio families. Although the work was called a Saint John the Baptist in the revised edition (of 1765) of Roisecco's guide to Rome and in Vasi's guidebook of 1794, in Venuti's guide of 1766, in Rossini's of 1771, and in nearly a dozen other Roman guidebooks and catalogues of the Capitoline collection published between 1794 and 1914, it was recorded as a 'nude youth', with his companion either being ignored or variously identified as a lamb, a ram, or even a goat.3 4 Bocconi's guide to the Capitoline collections of 1925 makes no mention at all of the picture, as it had been removed from the Pinacoteca Capitolina sometime between 1918 and 1921. Baptist. But two years later, when it was exhibited in London, he reversed himself, cataloguing Caravaggio's painting under the title 'Nude Youth with a Ram', and referring to it as a 'monumental genre' which appeared so 'strange, irritating, and yet fascinating' to its audience 'that it was imperative to provide the composition with some title which would give it respectable pictorial status' -that is, Saint John the Baptist.3 6
The foregoing overview of the documentary and historiographical record underscores the extent to which Caravaggio's canvas has defied precise identification, intermittently being called a 'Pastor friso', a 'San Giovanni Battista', a 'Coridone', and a 'giovane nudo'. It is a record that demonstrates, if nothing else, that there has been no consensus about its title or subject. One could, of course, argue that some sources are more reliable than others, but which of the many records of the painting should be so privileged? Should Celio, presumably the first to assign the painting a title, but the only one to identify the subject as a 'Pastor friso', be believed, or should we put more faith in Giovanni Battista Mattei's inventory and will, in which the painting is called a Saint John? Is the record of the painting's sale in 1628, in which it is called a Corydon, more or less authoritive than other documents? Should we believe Bellori, who twice called it a Baptist? And what stock should we put in the four Pio inventories, in which it is listed twice as a nude youth, once as a Saint John, and once without any title w ha tsoever ?
In evaluating the reliability of the surviving documentation, it may be noted that we have five distinct types of records. The first consists of the two payment documents of 1602, which are impossible to evaluate as they do not name the painting in any way. Early guidebooks and artistic biographies comprise a second catagory. Limiting ourselves to those written in the seventeenth century, one, Celio's Memoria, calls the painting a 'Pastor friso', while the other four affix to it the title of Saint John the Baptist. Celio's 'authority' has been addressed at length by Creighton Gilbert and discussed briefly above; it is striking, however, that the title he gave the work finds no corroboration until the late twentieth century, when Leonard Slatkes, Gilbert and Avigdor Poseq embraced the 'Pastor friso' identification, albeit each interpreting this title in very different ways. As a painter working in Rome in the same years as Caravaggio, Giovanni Baglione was in a position to have firsthand information about his life and works. Notwithstanding his enmity for Caravaggio, his biography of the artist -especially for the Roman years -has proved to be generally accurate, 'in most cases', as Walter Friedlaender wrote, 'more reliable than that given by Bellori' .3 7 In contrast, Francesco Scannelli was a medical doctor and an amateur of painting, who wrote at some years' remove from Caravaggio's Roman period. Gilbert dismisses his biography of the artist as being 'not very informative'; and indeed, it offers no new information, being highly derivative of Baglione's vita. Giovan Pietro Bellori's credentials need little comment. In the words of Julius von Schlosser, he was 'the most important historiographer 6f art not only of Rome, but of all Italy, even of Europe, in the seventeenth century' .3 8 His biography of Caravaggio, however, while containing valuable information, especially about the painter's post-Roman years, is coloured by his classicist bias and distorted by a reading of Caravaggio's art through the lens of the artist's violent life.3 9 Finally, the last of the seventeenth-century texts to mention the painting is the guidebook written by the Rossi. Although a useful guide to the art of Rome, it carries little weight in its own right, as it depends directly on earlier guides and vite, and its description of Caravaggio's canvas is an almost verbatim recapitulation of Bellori's of 1664.
The third kind of record is the document of sale of 1628. It is a financial document, listing the monies received for works in the sale of Cardinal del Monte's collection and paid into the Banco di S. Spirito. Although one would expect such an official document to be an accurate and complete source, this is only the case in terms of the amount of money paid. Of the five hundred and ninety-nine paintings sold, in fact, only forty-two are identified by artist; a number of works are listed generically as 'quadri diversi'; and in a number of instances the painters are indicated, but the paintings' subjects are not. The reliability of the Corydon title bestowed on Caravaggio's painting in this list is, therefore, difficult to ascertain, but the fact that this is the only record with such a title raises serious doubts.
The testament, drawn up by Giovanni Battista Mattei in 1623, constitutes the fourth type of record. A legal document notarized by a certain Chrisanthes Rosciolus, it was, presumably, as was the norm, dictated by Mattei to a scribe. The way Caravaggio's picture is listed in the will -as a 'S Gio: Battista' -depended, therefore, on Giovanni Battista Mattei's conception of its subject, and as discussed above, in light of his having not been the patron of the work, he could well have misconstrued its theme, which, as we have seen, was already in doubt at the time.
Inventories make up the fifth and final category of evidence, and we have six inventory records of Caravaggio's painting. The first is Giovanni Battista Mattei's inventory of 1616, compiled by his guardaroba, Lodovico Carletti, which lists the work as a Saint John the Baptist and presumably reflects the opinion of its new owner (although Carletti himself may have been responsible for naming the work). The second is Francesco Maria del Monte's posthumous inventory of 1627, a notarial document accounting for all of the deceased cardinal's possessions, signed by the notary Paulus Vespignanus; it too records the work as a Baptist -in keeping with the title by which it was known when Cardinal del Monte inherited it, but a far cry from 'il Coridone', the title by which it was sold one year later. The final four are Pio inventories dated 1641, 1724, 1740 and 1749. Those of 1641 and 1724, whose authors are unknown, record the painting as a 'nude youth'; in the 1740 inventory, compiled by the painter Francesco Trevisani, it appears as a Saint John the Baptist; and in that of 1749, written by the painter Giovanni Paolo Pannini, no title is listed. The lack of agreement among the inventories -especially those of the Pio collection -is notable and illuminates the degree to which inventory records, while essential tools for establishing provenance, can be unreliable. Incorrect authors of works are listed with great frequency, as are erroneous titles and subjects. In the end, we are confronted by a mass of contradictory information, albeit with the majority of the early sources identifying the work as a Saint John. Yet the authors of the early biographies and guides and those responsible for writing the various documentary records possessed no definitive knowledge of the work's title. Each identified it according to his own reading of its subject or on the basis of what he was told its subject was; and it is not surprising that a young nude male figure seated in a landscape, accompanied by a ram, would be called a 'Pastor friso', a Corydon, a nude youth, or, as in the majority of cases, a Saint John the Baptist. All of these titles, however, present objective difficulties, and none accounts for what we actually see in the painting in terms of its iconography and its visual dynamics. It is on this basis, then, that we propose a new reading of Caravaggio's painting.
The visual tradition
In 398, only eighty-five years after the Peace of the Church, Augustine could feign astonishment at the apparent ignorance of one of his former teachers (albeit a very short-lived one), wondering how it was possible that this great master could appear to be ignorant of the biblical subject of the sacrifice of Isaac, characterizing it in his attack as "so well known that a person becomes aware of it without having to read or even ask about it -indeed, it is sung in so many languages and painted in so many places that it strikes the ears and eyes of even those who would like to avoid it!43
Twelve hundred years later, in 1602, the situation seems to have been little different. Of great scriptural importance as the ultimate act of faith, marking the confirmation of the covenant between God and his people, and serving as the pre-eminent Old Testament type of the sacrifice of Christ on the cross, the sacrifice of Isaac was currently undergoing a renewal of popularity which it now owed (not without a little irony) to the writings of Augustine himself, in particular to the City of God, where the subject receives perhaps its classic exegetical interpretation.44 In painting the Sacrifice of Isaac in the early seventeenth century, one potential issue to be addressed by an artist of Caravaggio's temperament was, then, how to create a dynamic alternative to the traditional iconographic form while still employing enough traditional iconography to make the image effective.
This was not necessarily as easy as it might sound, even for an artist with the individuality of Caravaggio, and, completely aside from this, such a thing might not at all be desired by a particular patron. The traditional iconographical components of the Sacrifice of Isaac (or the Sacrifice of Abraham, depending on just where your sympathies lie), were well established early on. 4S A complete listing of iconographical components of the kind of Sacrifice of Isaac that eventually became standard in the West includes Abraham with knife or sword in hand; Isaac, either nude or clothed; an altar, typically monumental; wood; fire; the ram, whether free or caught in the bush; the bush in which the ram was
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caught, often depicted as if it were a tree; and the angel. While there was always a fair amount of freedom in the depiction of this subject, variations were characteristically unimaginative and typically consisted of eliminating one or another minor component of the traditional iconography (for example, the angel is often omitted); on occasion, a traditional component might be altered somewhat (for example, rather than a monumental altar, the altar might be depicted as if improvised); and very, very rarely a major component might be eliminated (for example, Isaac, leaving only Abraham and the ram; or even both Isaac and Abraham, leaving the ram alone). 46 The level to which Caravaggio could accommodate himself to the traditional scheme, more or less complete, is made quite clear in his Uffizi Sacrifice of Isaac of 1603, where almost all the traditional components appear -Abraham with knife, an apparently nude Isaac, an altar (here improvised), the ram, the bush or tree, and the angel -the only exceptions being the wood and fire, which presumably are cut off by the lower frame of the painting (plate 18). Furthermore, despite all its drama and implication of escalating violence, each of the main narrative devices employed by Caravaggio in this painting had also appeared earlier, such as Isaac screaming, the angel gripping the arm of Abraham, and the angel pointing to the ramhowever unique and conceptually independent is the final creation, in fact (for example, plates 19 and 20) .
However, in any number of his other biblical works, whether he had greater patronal freedom or whether the Muse was simply with him, Caravaggio 
Association of Art Hisrori311s 200 I
brilliantly addressed the problem of freshly rendering age-old stories based on almost equally ancient formats. He did this not simply by making the drama palpable, as he did in the Uffizi Sacrifice of Isaac, or by eliminating one of the minor iconographical components, as had been feebly done for centuries, but by reconceiving the narration in a very specific way. The Calling of Matthew has its traditional customs house and table, but it also has a visual narrative so psychologically subtle that it has prompted an enormous amount of disagreement as to the very identity of its main subject, Matthew. 47 The Conversion of Saint Paul and The Entombment of Christ have their customary horse and tomb slab, respectively, but their compositions are rendered so dynamically -despite the fact that Bellori described the former as 'completely without action' -that the very narrative is transformed psychologically from a third-hand to a first-hand experience, as it were. 48 And The Penitent Magdalene has her jewellery, her vase of ointment, her decolletage and her long, loose hair, but even so the painting managed to be criticized by the same Bellori as a depiction of a woman drying her hair, rather than the Magdalene, crying in penitence, with a tear running down her face, sitting in emotional isolation. 49 In these cases, Caravaggio thus typically takes the traditional iconographical format but transforms it by intensely developing the psychological component: the image remains narrative (or narrative-evoking, as in the case of the Magdalene), but in a way that is virtually frozen at the moment of greatest psychological drama.
The situation is similar, though a bit more extreme, with the Capitoline painting -which leads us to the question of just which iconographical com ponents of the Sacrifice of Isaac are in it, and, eventually, to the more interesting question of which are not.
As we have said, earlier depictions of the Sacrifice of Isaac in Western art typically employ a monumental altar, before the twelfth century usually antique (something that probably originally came about because of its narrative legibility within the context of a common understanding of Mediterranean religious practice) and either antique or Christian thereafter.5 0 While Isaac is often shown on unfired wood on top of this altar (for example, plates 21 and 22), he is just as often shown either next to a pile of burning wood or on a grill-like altar with a fire below (for example, plates 19 and 20) .
But such an altar and the presence of fire on or under it is not what is described in the Genesis account. In Genesis 22:1 -19, it is said that, having brought cut wood and fire with him (the wood carried by Isaac), Abraham built an improvised altar on the spot -a far cry, for example, from Brunelleschi's depiction of a monumental stone altar with a relief of the Annunciation to the Virgin carved on its side (plate 20). Abraham then, according to this account, arranged the wood on the altar and placed Isaac upon it; but the wood remained unfired -at least in the imagination of those who undertake a close reading of the passage -for nothing more is said of the fire that Abraham is described as having carried there.
It is in accordance with this close reading, rather than with the traditional iconographic tradition, that Caravaggio chose to depict these elements of the story. The boy Isaac sits upon an arrangement of wood which is not the naturally fallen timbers of some pastoral scene but which show clear signs of having been cut: the cut wood that Isaac had carried with them, just as described in Genesis. This wood, in turn, lies on top of the improvised altar of the Genesis account, made on the spot and here largely obscured by Isaac, his clothing and the wood. Although the depiction of improvised altars is not the norm before this time, it is not at all uncommon after the first few years of the seventeenth century, and Caravaggio is far from alone in his depiction of an improvised altar or even of Isaac's cast-off clothing upon it (for example, plate 22 for an earlier example, and plates 23 and 24 for later ones).51 But where he departs from his predecessors is in his wonderfully imagined and realistic recreation of this altar and the related details -including what seems to be the jumbled stacking of unworked stones of the altar in the lower left corner, though the repainted and damaged state of this area (with traces of an earlier arrangement of Isaac's red robe) makes it problematic. 52 As in the vast majority of Sacrifices in the Western tradition, the important iconographical component of the ram is present. Also present, in the upper right corner of the painting, immediately next to the ram, is the almost equally important bush or tree in which the ram had been caught, barely emerging from the darkened background of the wild, almost primeval setting. This tree, with its hooked branch -perhaps the branch upon which the ram was caught, a motif found in the Uffizi Sacrifice and in other Sacrifice imagery, but in no other work of Caravaggio -is essentially no different from those which had appeared in Sacrifice iconography for centuries, though, here, brought up to date through Caravaggio's highly naturalistic approach (compare plates 18 and 25). The logic God (John. 1:29,36) -even though this would be inexplicably contrary to Scripture -the Capitoline painting, which shows a more or less similar animal, must also depict a Baptist, despite the fact that the Capitoline figure, in contrast, has none of the attributes of the Borghese John; that the figure is inappropriately totally nude, unlike every other Baptist ever painted by Caravaggio; and that a ram would make no more sense here, if this figure were a John, than it would in the Borghese painting.
There is no need to go to such lengths. The key to understanding the character of these animals -both sheep in the generic sense of the term -lies sheep and author of Sheep and Man, agrees with this assessment of age exactly, also seeing the Borghese sheep as around twelve months old, 54 While the Capitoline and Borghese animal are similar in that they both belong to the same variety of sheep, according to Freeman (though modern breeds only came after this time), the horns of the two are distinctly different, As sheep get older, their horns curve more and the curve becomes tighter. In contrast to those of the Borghese lamb, the horns of the Capitoline sheep have generally curled up and in, in the tighter spiral thought of as the classic arrangement of a ram's horns and almost exactly the same in their curvature as the ram's horns in the Sacrifice of Isaac in Princeton, attributed by many scholars to Caravaggio (plate 27). But, in fact, the description of the animal of the Sacrifice as a 'ram' is a factor of the broad meaning of the word, not the narrow one: in the Latin of the Vulgate (aries), in early seventeenth-century Italian (montane), and in modern English, the word 'ram' can mean either a male sheep of breeding age or simply any male sheep, regardless of age.55 And, in an Italian translation of the Bible of 1607, the sheep of the Sacrifice is first called a lamb (agnello) and then a male sheep or 'ram' (montane), the same pattern found in the Hebrew from which it was translated,56 Indeed, many artists before Caravaggio chose to portray the ram of the Sacrifice according to the broad meaning, with either no horns at all (for example, plates 25 and 28) or with only the very short horns of a spring lamb (for example, plate 21). While none of this is to say that Caravaggio was versed in the subtleties of zoology, it is to say that the universally recognized level of naturalism that permeates his work -seen elsewhere in the Capitoline painting, for example, in the mullein plant in the lower right corner, a rendering which would not be out of place in a botanical textbook -does extend to his depictions of animals as well; and that the very close attention to age seen in his human subject matter is also seen in his portrayals of animals. There is no need to look for any non-scriptural inconsistencies or contradictions in regard to the sheep of either of these paintings. Caravaggio has simply followed traditional iconography -depicting a lamb in the Borghese John and a ram in the Capitoline piece -in his own, naturalistic way.
While the angel is not present, the angel was often not included in this subject for the simple fact that, according to the Genesis account, the angel never physically appears before Abraham, but only speaks 'from heaven'. Tn fact, at one point the angel identifies himself as God. It is for this reason that, while the depiction of the hand of God was common enough (for example, plate 29), it was also not unheard of to show neither an angel nor the hand of God in Sacrifice imagery (for example, plates 21 and 25) -the latter being something that would be distinctly discordant with Caravaggio's naturalismY so, just as the visual tradition of the Sacrifice of Isaac is one that Caravaggio both incorporated and went beyond, so is the Capitoline painting a field both for the traditional exegetical interpretations known to art historians through traditional depictions as well as for other equally traditional-equally well known -exegesis which, to the best of our knowledge, was never worked into a major depiction of this subject and so is something that is ultimately unique in the visual tradition of the Sacrifice of Isaac.
Already found in Paul and appearing relentlessly throughout the Fathers and later sources -from Irenaeus to Tertullian to Origen to Ambrose to Augustine to Chrysostom, among many, many others -the exegetical interpretation of Isaac as a type of Christ is one of the best-known Christological foreshadowings of the Old Testament.6 o The willingness of the father Abraham, to offer his son Isaac, was seen as a type of God the Father's willingness to sacrifice his son, Christ. A little more specifically, according to Augustine and others, the carrying of the wood by Isaac for his own sacrifice was interpreted as the carrying of the cross by Christ.61 Even more specifically still, Isaac was placed on the altar just as Christ was 'hung on the tree' (in ligno suspensus), according to Isidore of Seville, in a passage that found its way into the widely diffused Glossa Ordinaria, a text which had undergone many printings by Caravaggio's time and had lost none of its status as 'The Standard Gloss'. 62 In regard to this specific exegetical component, then, what we see in Caravaggio's stunning work is the Old Testament type of Christ in the context of his own sacrifice, sitting on the means of his sacrifice, the wood of the cross, a sacrifice for which his father was both willing and a witness.
We have noted that Isaac's basic pose is not iconographically unusual. But that does not mean that Caravaggio simply blindly appropriated it. As Caravaggio employs it, it has become something more. Isaac has partially risen from the altar and, resting his left arm on it, twists to embrace the ram before completing the rise, his right foot placed on the ground in anticipation of this. Exegetically, the rising motion conveys the idea of Isaac/Christ rising from the expectation of death or from death itself, an idea that first makes its appearance already in the Epistle to the Hebrews and which is repeated by virtually every major exegete thereafter.6 3 This is not to deny the sensual manner in which Caravaggio rendered the general pose. However, while this sensuality may accompany the traditional iconographical and exegetical traditions, it by no means displaces them. This brings us to the 'perfection' of the body of Isaac, a body which is treated with neither the relative modesty of Caravaggio's Baptists in general, nor with the heavy shadows of his Kansas City John in particular, where the heavy shadows tend to de-emphasize any ideal qualities of the youthful body (plate 31). Indeed, while Caravaggio ultimately depicts the Capitoline figure in a distinctly homoerotic manner -though perhaps one that was seen as somewhat less homoerotic within Roman culture of the early seventeenth century than it is today -for our purposes the main point is the figure's bodily perfection. Although we personally feel that Caravaggio needed no theological justification for the perfection of the nude Isaac -the classicizing undercurrent of early Seicento artistic culture and his own predilections being enough -the fact is that there was such a patristic basis. As the type of the perfect man, Christ, or simply as the historical Isaac himself, texts such as Chrysostom's Homilies on Genesis provided 
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Association of Art Historians 200.1 a point of acceptability for such a depiction in their references to 'the external elegance and internal beauty of the boy, his obedience, grace, and the bloom of his youth' .64 And so while the sensuality of the figure may test the limits of a religious subject -Cardinal Ottavio Paravicino wrote the very year after this work was finished that Caravaggio's paintings lay somewhere 'between the religious and the profane' 65 -the perfection which is the basis of this sensuality is entirely in keeping with the spiritual conception of Isaac/Christ, whatever else may be operative here.
The same seems to be true for the rich clothing (the white tunic, the red robe and the fur of Isaac): a patristic or theological explanation can be found, although we do not feel that one is necessary in this particular case. For example, in the Jewish tradition, The Book of the Generations of Adam (which was first published in Italy in 1552 and again not long after the painting was made) tells how Isaac was dressed in 'a very fine and beautiful garment'.66
If Isaac is universally seen as a type of Christ, the ram that was to be sacrificed in confirmation of the covenant between God and his people has an equally vast base of support among the Fathers as a type of Christ as wel1. 67 In fact, according to Augustine, 'Isaac was Christ and the ram was Christ .... Christ was in both Isaac and the ram', an opinion in which he was not alone. 68 This seems to be the thought behind the pronounced juxtaposition of the face of Isaac and the face of the ram, an arrangement that is also seen in the Uffizi Sacrifice (plate 18), though to somewhat less effect. A visual equation is being drawn, underscoring that Christ was in both Isaac and the ram, although one need not turn specifically to ' Augustine for what was simply common knowledge within the religious culture of the period. 69
A corollary of the interpretation of the ram as a type of Christ is that the bush or tree (lignum) , as it was often called, in which it was caught is a type of the cross (just as is the wood that Isaac carried)Jo Some exegetes even saw the site of the bush or tree as the site of Christ's coming crucifixionJl As if to make clear this connection with the cross, a grape-vine grows up this tree -a grape-vine like the one from which the Lamb of God eats in anticipation of its sacrifice in the Borghese John the Baptist (plate 26) 72 -in indication of the Christological and even eucharistic meaning embedded in this important element of the painting. In all of this, we see that Caravaggio has followed the basic and well established iconographical and exegetical traditions of the Sacrifice of Isaac, while at the same time diverging from both in a uniquely creative and independent manner whenever the need or opportunity arose. In no way any less well known than the interpretation of Isaac and the ram as types of Christ, and no less fully supported by the exegetical literature, is by far the most unique and independent, even striking, element of the painting: the smile or laugh that is so effectively rendered on Isaac's face, an element that dominates the work and to which the eye returns again and again for psychological as well as compositional reasons. As we have said, virtually nothing appears in this painting that is entirely new in the strict sense of having no basis either in the visual or the exegetical traditions, and this is true even for the psychological dynamic of the painting, a dynamic that has determined its viewpoint both emotionally and compositionally.
Already with Josephus's Jewish Antiquities, which had been translated early on from Greek into Latin and was widely read in Christian culture (there were many Italian editions by Caravaggio's time), an overt emotional component missing in the Genesis account was introduced, with Isaac and Abraham being described as having been 'restored to each other beyond all hope' and 'embracing' after the ram was brought forth from 'obscurity' for them to see.7 6 But it is with Chrysostom, the most widely translated and read Greek exegete in the West, that the sacrifice of Isaac is most fundamentally rendered from the psychological point of view of the father, Abraham:
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With what eyes did he gaze upon the boy bringing along the wood upon which he himself was soon to sacrifice him? How was his hand able to hold the fire and the sword? Indeed, his hand carried a visible fire, but an interior fire fanned the flames of his very mind and consumed his reason .
. . . And Isaac said to his fa ther J Abraham J 'Father ... where is the sheep fo r the whole burnt-offering?J Think at this point, I ask you, about the anguish of this just man, how he bore hearing this, how he managed to answer the boy, how he did not become rattled in his mind, how he managed to conceal from his son what was going to happen, and instead said with noble spirit and a resolute soul, 'God himself will see to a sheep fo r the whole burnt-offering, my son. '77 Indeed, this passage continues with the one cited earlier, evoking the process through which Abraham increased his own mental anguish by thinking about his son's 'external elegance and internal beauty, his obedience, grace, and the bloom of his youth'. And this is precisely the viewpoint chosen by Caravaggio, although we do not mean to imply that he was necessarily directly dependent upon Chrysostom. In the Uffizi Sacrifice, Caravaggio followed one iconographical tradition of the Sacrifice by portraying the intervening angel, whose physical presence is not supported by the Genesis account. But in Isaac Laughing, he followed the equally venerable iconographical tradition that was based on a more literal reading of Genesis which did not include the angel. In doing this, however, he took a less travelled path by choosing not to include the hand of God which usually (though not always) acts in place of the angel, apparently seeing it as archaic by seventeenth-century standards and as alien as well to his own naturalistic approach to biblical depiction. All that is really missing in Isaac Laughing, iconographically, is Abraham. But Abraham is only missing visually.
Psychologically and emotionally, he is forcefully present, though outside the space of the picture. For Isaac, following the widespread and venerable exegesis mentioned earlier, is understood as having been brought back from death and restored to his father, from whose viewpoint -psychologically, emotionally and visually -the entire event is conveyed. The viewer is put in the place of Abraham, a radically conceived viewpoint in that the viewer is expected to enter more deeply into the narrative of the event, indeed, play a role in it, figuratively. The viewer becomes part of the dynamic of the painting through the implied positioning of Abraham, the father who was about to commit his son to blood sacrifice as a holocaust -a whole burnt-offering -and who now has his son returned to him through the grace of God.
Thus, in Caravaggio's Isaac Laughing, we see Isaac partially rising from the wood laid on the altar just as Christ rose after the crucifixion from the tomb. He rises, as it were, from death and, embracing his saviour, the ram -who has just come forth from the tree on which the salvific eucharistic vine grows -laughs in joy at his salvation, both physical and spiritual. Basic to both the spiritual interpretation and the pictorial composition is the traditional exegetical understanding that Isaac is Christ and the ram is Christ, that Christ is in both Isaac and the ram, an understanding that accounts for the basic relation between Isaac and the ram, as well as for the juxtaposition of their heads. Isaac looks the viewer right in the eye, establishing an astonishingly direct psychological relationship, a psychological relationship that is fundamental to the narrative basis of the painting. Indeed, this painting only makes real sense when understood as a narrative: Isaac's laughing, his nudity, his partial rising motion, his turned head, his direct look, his embracing of the ram -all are components of the emotional high point of the
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story (in the context of the history of salvation), when he is 'brought back from death' and restored to his father, Abraham, from whose viewpoint we see Isaac.
The painting is based almost entirely on the visual and exegetical traditions, though uniquely rendered by Caravaggio. Iconographically, virtually all the traditional components are present: Isaac, the altar, the wood, the ram and the tree in which the ram was caught. Only Abraham is omitted. Exegetically, the ca e is the same: all the religious meaning embedded in this work came right out of the mainstream exegetical and homiletic precedent, including the psychological displacement of Abraham to outside the space of the picture, equating his implied viewpoint with the viewer's actual one -the real visual innovation of Caravaggio. Absolutely none of this exegesis was arcane or obscure; virtually all of it was articulated by major authors, repeated by other major authors, and/or 'codified' in the Glossa Ordinaria. Caravaggio did not have to be a scholar to become familiar with any of this, nor did he even have to read the exegetical literature himself. It was all easily obtainable from any of the many educated clerics whom Caravaggio knew, including any number of current and former patrons, of whose culture he was an integral part, not the least of whom were Cardinal Francesco del Monte and Cardinal Girolamo Mattei, in whose households Caravaggio had been living prior to, and during, the time he painted Isaac Laughing. But none of this exegesis directly accounts for the immediate and strangely compelling power of Isaac Laughing; nor, actually, does Chrysostom's homily, though it is certainly possible that it may have acted as an indirect impetus to it. Rather, it comes right out of the dramatic psychological and emotional potential of the narrative itselfa potential recognized by Augustine, whose observation describes the dynamic operating in Isaac Laughing much as one of Caravaggio's contenlporaries might have:
I do not know how it is, but every time [the story of the sacrifice of Isaac] is read, it is as if it were happening at that very moment, it so affects the minds of those listeningJ8
This seems to have been the very goal of Caravaggio himself.
Concluding thoughts
Among his many concerns as a painter, Caravaggio, as is widely recognized, sought to make his art accessible, to depict his subjects with a physical and psychological immediacy so as to engage and ultimately captivate the viewer in an unprecedented way. By means of his dramatic tenebrism, his depiction of extreme and momentary expressions, and his ability to capture a sense of the fleeting moment, the instantaneous action, Caravaggio created images of astonishing reality, which provoke, as Sydney Freedberg has aptly called it, 'a transaction of experience' between the spectator and the picturesJ9 In the lateral canvases in the Cerasi Chapel, The Conversion of Saint Paul and The Crucifixion of Saint Peter (1600-01), the painter achieved this level of engagement by designing the compositions in terms of the spectator's (oblique) line of vision; the figures seem to project into the space of the chapel, beckoning the viewer to become involved in the remarkable events unfolding across the paintings. Another way Caravaggio achieved this 'transaction of experience' was through portraying his figures gazing directly at the beholder. In a number of his early secular paintings, among them the Borghese Boy with a Basket of Fruit and the Uffizi Bacchus, the subjects look directly at us, stare us in the eye, making it impossible for us to remain passive observers. We are compelled, as it were, to reach for a piece of the boy's fruit and to accept the glass of wine from the youthful god. This kind of implication of the viewer was also enacted by the artist in his Entombment of Christ (1602-04), albeit with an entirely different purpose.
Here Nicodemus, as he struggles with the weight of Christ's lifeless body, casts his gaze downwards, as if imploring the viewer to assi t him in his task, to become a virtual participant in the religious drama.
Isaac Laughing exemplifies Caravaggio's goals as an artist in their most pronounced form. It presents the biblical hero as a pre-pubescent boy frozen in time at the heightened moment of his salvation. Dramatically illuminated, phy ically proximate, and highly expressive, Isaac confronts the viewer with his eyes, with his laughter, so as to make inevitable a 'transaction of experience'. The pectator inescapably becomes involved in the drama, visually and psycho logically, assuming the role of Abraham, to whom Isaac will be restored. This relationship between Isaac and the viewer is imbedded in the structure of the painting; Caravaggio's canvas, in other words, thematizes its relation to the viewer, who, as a surrogate Abraham, is integral to its narrative. Although he identified the painting's subject as a Saint John the Baptist, Sydney Freedberg never ' thele s clearly recognized this remarkable visual dynamic of Caravaggio's work. 'Here', he wrote, Caravaggio has created a voyeuristic situation into which the spectator ... necessarily must fall. The meaning of the picture thus depends not only on the presence Caravaggio has evoked in it, but on the situation he has now made. There is no meaningful action ... that occurs within the painting; what is meaningful comes instead from the relationship ... between the model-image and ourselves. 80
Indeed, the painter has created a work in which the viewer is expected -even required -to enter the subject and complete its plot. The meaning of the painting hinges upon the engagement between the work and the viewer, an engaged viewer who becomes a participant in the historical narrative.
As we have discussed in the previous section of this essay, with the exception of Abraham, Caravaggio's Isaac Laughing contains all the essential and traditional iconographical components of the Sacrifice of Isaac. The omission of Abraham, however, is nothing short of extraordinary, without any direct pictorial precedent or progeny, and it was for this very reason that Howard Hibbard rejected the possibility (which had been suggested to him orally) that the painting's subject could be Isaac. 81 The fact is, however, that Caravaggio often departed from
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iconographic tradition, sometimes subtly, sometimes more radically, and he frequently interpreted traditional subjects in highly personal and novel ways. In his Uffizi Sacrifice of Isaac (plate 18), for example, the angel approaches Abraham not from above, as was the norm, but from behind, and Isaac's expression of terror, while not unprecedented, is unusual to the degree presented here. Italiana, Naples), Caravaggio rejected the typical epic presentation of the scene, with a cast of thousands, opting instead for an intimate presentation of the event with only five figures. And as Puglisi has recently commented, 'so unusual is his conception of the theme that when the canvas was first rediscovered, its subject was vaguely labeled as an allegory.'84 Numerous other iconographic novelties, or ambiguities, could also be cited in this context (first among them, the uncertain identity of Matthew in The Calling of Saint Matthew). The point is simply that Caravaggio, throughout his career, experimented with and sometimes radically altered traditional iconography, which contributed fundamentally to the originality of his artistic vision. The departure from pictorial tradition in Isaac Laughing -or, more precisely, the way in which it presents an entirely new conception of the sacrifice narrative -should thus be viewed as in keeping with the artist's lifelong effort to transform the conventional into the unconventional. 
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Paris; and the absence of a reed cross, banderole, or bowl, not to mention the figure's exuberant demeanour, argue against his being the Baptist, whom Caravaggio consistently portrayed as an introspective, even melancholic, youth. The question remains, however, of why the work was repeatedly and most frequently called a Saint John the Baptist, and by such informed critics as Baglione and Bellori? The answer lies, we suggest, in Caravaggio's unprecedented reinvention of the Sacrifice of Isaac theme, for in his removal of Abraham, in his casting the beholder as Isaac's father, he created a work that challenged the viewer's expectations. To the eyes of Baglione, Bellori and others, all unaware of Caravaggio's invenzione, the nude male figure set in a landscape and accompanied by a woolly creature could only be Saint John. The painting appeared, in other words, to conform to the visual tradition of Saint John the Baptist in the wilderness to such an extent that it made such an identification virtually inevitable. As Ernst Gombrich observed (in another context), 'Expectation created illusion.' 92 Or, to put it another way, it was identified on the basis of an analogous pattern, whereby the painting's visual data -a youthful male figure, a landscape setting, and a lamb-like creature -were read in terms of the pattern of a Saint John the Baptist in the wilderness. 93 It should be mentioned, however, that this was not always the case. In at least two instances, when artists made (variant) copies after Caravaggio's painting, they recognized that certain elements were at odds with the tradition of Baptist imagery. Consequently the copyists added the appropriate attributes (the reed cross and the bowl) and transformed the horned ram into a hornless lamb (plate 32) .9 4
Throughout this essay, we have sought to look at Caravaggio's Capitoline painting unencumbered by expectations, and to re-examine all the evidencehistoriographic, iconographic and visual -surrounding and within the picture itself. This evidence, in the end, leads us to one conclusion: that the painting produced for Ciriaco Mattei in 1602, known over the centuries by a number of different titles, depicts Isaac partially rising from the altar, embracing the ram that was his salvation, and, with an expression of joy, gazing at the viewer, who enacts the role of Abraham. It is a reading of the image that accounts for both what we see and what we do not; which is consistent with Caravaggio's artistic practices; and which requires far less of the overly complex interpretive arguments put forth in support of other titles. This reading of the painting as Isaac Laughing is also one that we believe recovers much of its original meaning and serves further to deepen our understanding of Caravaggio as one of the most innovative and provocative painters of early modern Europe. 
